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 ABSTRACT 
 
 
Non-profit organisations by their very nature are staffed by a variety of different people 
with a range of backgrounds, experiences and reasons for participation.  These 
differences can lead to “distancing” of certain groups and with little time or money for 
boundary spanning the organisation can find itself in a fractured state that hampers not 
just its goal realisation, but its goal determination.   Strategic planning is often seen as an 
expensive, time consuming process that many smaller non-profit organisations can little 
afford to indulge in.  In addition, the ruling elite, whether historical or professional may 
view the process as unnecessary or threatening. However, strategic planning can offer 
processes and potential outcomes that non profit organisations can not afford to ignore. 
 
This paper provides an analysis through one case study involving a non-profit, health 
related organisation that moved through a process of strategic planning that ultimately 
encouraged development and group cohesion through goal identification and 
determination as well as strategy formulation. 
 
The results indicate the importance of valuing the strategic planning process itself rather 
than the form it takes.   Challenging the rulership of the historical or professional elite 
can be difficult in a non-profit organisation, but diversity of involvement rather than 
uniformity proved to be a successful strategy.   Organisational cohesion through 
consensus building was the ultimate outcome. 
 
 
 INTRODUCTION 
 
Non-profit organisations face vastly different problems formulating, implementing and 
evaluating a strategic approach to achieving their organisation’s mission or purpose.   While 
some of these problems are exacerbated through the difficulty of determining what business they 
are in, there are also the problems of cohesion within the organisation itself.    Strategic planning 
as a process, offers a method of formulating, implementing and evaluating a strategic approach.  
It is often overlooked as an expensive time consuming process unnecessary in the non-profit 
organisation that believes in past successes, expertise of the ruling elite, and a self-identified 
entrepreneurial approach.   However, strategic planning offers processes that non-profits can not 
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afford to ignore.   The process can be instrumental in identifying the mission and the goals of the 
organisation,  needs to be addressed such as environmental changes or marketing opportunities, 
and encouraging the development of evaluation processes.  In addition, it is possible for all 
groups within an organisation to be involved in the planning process, thus increasing group 
cohesion and addressing real or potential conflict. 
 
The origins, dynamics and outcomes of a strategic planning process conducted in a non-profit 
health related organisation are analysed in this paper.  The analysis is presented in the form of a 
case study which consists of reflection on the process by the consultant responsible for the 
process design and implementation.  The paper contains five sections.  Section two contains a 
snapshot view of the organisation.  It draws attention to the structure of the organisation and the 
context in which it operates.  Section three contains a review of the principal literature.  Section 
four looks at the process itself and the issues raised, while the final part of the paper identifies the 
understandings gained through the use of the process.  It also raises questions relating to 
improving strategic planning processes in non-profit organisations.   
 
 THE ORGANISATION  
 
The organisation to be known as “The Foundation” had been operating for more than 25 years.  
In the past, The Foundation used an incremental planning technique that had ensured 
spasmodically planned development based on donor whims, volunteer availability, government 
support and the historical ruling elite.   Increasingly this was found to be unacceptable for a 
number of reasons: 
* the growing need to consolidate available resources, particularly donations;  
* the increasing need to submit a strategic plan with all applications for government 
assistance; 
* growing volunteer unrest due to the direction taken by The Foundation;  and, 
* a lack of organisational cohesion due to the large variety of goals within a number of 
factions.  
 
 STRUCTURE 
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The Foundation began in 1979 and today has more than 4,000 members and supporters 
throughout 36 branches and support groups in Queensland.  The co-ordination of this network 
takes place in the main office in Brisbane.  The office consists of a small administration staff and 
a group of dedicated volunteers who ensure the collation of information and membership details, 
fundraising endeavours, newsletter publications, promotional and public relations campaigns and 
telephone servicing.   The Foundation works under its own constitution with broad powers to 
fulfil its objectives.  It is headed by an Executive Director who is answerable to a Board of 
Directors consisting of up to nine members from a variety of fields with medical, fundraising and 
educational expertise.  Each member of the Board is also a member of one of the four advisory 
committees; education, research, fundraising, and technical advisory committee.  In addition, The 
Foundation supports a Health Education Unit.  This Unit, under the direction of its Health 
Education Manager provides education and support services to people throughout Queensland, 
including outlying regional centres, on the management and control of a debilitating disease. 
 
Environment 
[a]  Legislation 
In undertaking its duties, the Foundation must abide by those powers which are set out in the 
Schedule to “The Religious Educational and Charitable Institutions Acts, 1861-1967".  
[b]  Economic 
Australia has recently experienced its most difficult economic times since the 1930's and this is 
reflected in the reduced resources available to the charitable organisations in Australia.  The 
Foundation’s financial practices must acknowledge the difficult times and develop current 
sources of finances and create new sources and alliances with potential new sources. 
[c]  Social 
The Queensland population is both ageing and increasing.  It is estimated that the population will 
increase by 600,000 in the next ten years.  The change in age of the population and increase in 
size of the population has brought about changing patterns of behaviour.  More institutions for 
care of the elderly, more medical centres catering to the special needs of women in society are 
already a feature.  There is a need to ensure the special interests of these groups continue to be 
addressed and that those people providing for their care are kept informed of current trends.  The 
Foundation acts and must continue to act as a spokesperson, raising public awareness in the area 
of its expertise.    In addition, anti-discrimination legislation calls for equity in the care and 
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facilities available to disadvantaged groups in society.  The Foundation must continue to target 
these groups as well as others in order to promote equity of access to its services for all. 
[d]  Technology 
Advancement in medicine continues to take place.  The Foundation must seek to ensure that 
information on the management of the disease is current and legitimate.  At the same time it is 
imperative that The Foundation continue to support research in the area to ultimately assist in a 
cure and or prevention of the disease itself.   
[e]  Conflicting Interests 
The disease can occur in conjunction with other diseases and/or treatment requirements.  The 
Foundation needs to promote links with other health promotion agencies to ensure the interests of 
all parties are appropriately served. 
[f]  Similar Interests 
The Foundation has forged links with similar associations in other states and with the Australian 
Foundation in order to promote their common interests and share expertise and experiences.  It is 
important that these links continue to be developed in order to promote an Australia wide 
program of education, management and research. 
[g]  Market 
The disease is not discriminatory as  700,000 Queenslanders from all walks of life, all ages and 
living a variety of lifestyles experience some aspect of the disease.  The Foundation must 
continue to offer its services to the broad population base to ensure the best service to all.    
 
The Foundation had no formal plan and several factors, both external and internal, had left the 
Foundation in an increasingly difficult position without a formally documented plan.    A change 
to this untenable situation was forced on The Foundation due to the nature of governmental 
requirements in obtaining financial grants.   The Foundation was required to submit a copy of 
their strategic plan with any submission for grants.  Governments, both State and Federal, 
required explicit links between grant applications and the strategic plan.  Submissions were 
required to show how the proposed use of the grant would meet the established goals of the 
organisation within the bounds of its mission.  Without a formal, documented plan The 
Foundation was seriously disadvantaged in its quest for obtaining funds from such an important 
source.  In addition, The Foundation had developed and grown over the past 25 years and several 
internal stakeholder groups had emerged in that time.  Historical rulership had dissipated and a 
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new professional (medical) elite had risen on the Board.  The formal goals of the organisation 
had become increasingly ambiguous and inadequate for providing direction to the organisation as 
a whole.  The increase in stakeholder groups had meant an increase in goals and an increase in 
competition and conflict between the groups.  The  resulting loss of group cohesion prevented the 
organisation from developing a united approach.  
 
Although The Foundation sought to develop a strategic plan it was constrained by both time and 
money. The planning process was to be completed within one month in order to enable 
submission of a proposal for a major grant about to be offered by the Government.  As the 
Foundation survived almost entirely upon donations from benefactors and grants from the 
Government the budget available for the development of a strategic plan was limited.  In order to 
obtain help in process design and implementation The Foundation approached the Queensland 
University of Technology’s Australian Centre for Strategic Management to obtain the services of 
a person with suitable experience to consult on this process.  This person was required to design 
and facilitate an appropriate strategic planning process. 
 
 LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
A strategic plan offers any organisation, profit or non-profit, private or public, large or small, a 
course of action to deal with their present and future aspirations.   While there are a number of 
prescriptive models for the development of a strategy using formal planning processes there are 
as many descriptive approaches that encourage incremental strategy development.   Whether the 
process of planning be deliberate or emergent, effective strategies develop in all kinds of ways 
(Mintzberg, Quinn & Voyer 1995).   
 
The  models for strategic planning as a prescriptive process call for the inclusion of a series of 
steps that include:  Identification of a Mission Statement; Scan of External Environment; Scan of 
Internal Environment  Formation of Strategies; and Implementation and Evaluation of Strategies 
(Bates & Eldridge 1980; Hax & Nicolas 1984; Brandrouski 1985; Barnett & Wilsted 1988 
Mintzberg Quinn & Voyer 1995).  These models, according to Mintzberg, Quinn and Voyer 
(1995) offer both strengths and weaknesses.  The strengths include appropriateness, analysis and 
an identifiable program.  Appropriateness occurs through the assessment of the internal and 
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external environment that can assist organisations which have been emerging without 
consideration of such factors.  Analytical techniques encourage the understanding  of a number of 
factors including organisational strengths and weaknesses in view of environmental opportunities 
and threats and distinctive competence.  In addition, an identifiable program can act as a catalyst 
in encouraging participants to think strategically.    
 
The weaknesses of this approach include the separation of the strategy formulation from the 
implementation; inflexibility of the resulting plan and the lack of commitment by those people 
not involved in the process design.  Mintzberg in Mintzberg, Quinn and Voyer (1995) believes 
the greatest mistake of the formal prescriptive approach is the separation of strategy formulation 
and implementation. He believes individuals in a closed room discussing the organisation’s 
strengths and weaknesses, opportunities and threats cannot possibly know enough to undertake 
an accurate assessment.   This understanding should be learnt over time and any resulting strategy 
also developed over time.  Moreover, those people involved in the implementation process but 
not the formulation process may have a displaced commitment to the plan.  Resentment and 
resistance builds where individual intuition or expertise is ignored.  In addition, formal planning 
processes can encourage inflexibility, through the forcing of choices which limits organisational 
development and change.       
 
The descriptive models of strategic planning offer other ways of thinking about strategy.  They 
acknowledge no dichotomy between formulation and implementation of strategies.  Their 
approach is an ongoing process that continually develops and changes as the organisation 
develops new understandings.  This occurs through the continual identification of  strengths, 
weaknesses, opportunities and threats, through the inclusion of all stakeholders and by 
encouraging innovative processes (Mintzberg, Quinn & Voyer 1995).  Descriptive models take a 
variety of factors into consideration.   These models recommend that any planning process 
include strategies for evaluating  the creation of organisations patterns based on norms and values 
held by organisational members. Developing an understanding of the power and politics within 
the organisation as the basis of strategy formation either internally or externally and the effect of 
the environment on strategy also encourages continual adaption of strategies.  However, these 
approaches are time consuming, and can cause confusion among individuals, especially those not 
directly involved in the process.   Quinn in Mintzberg, Quinn & Voyer (1995) acknowledges that 
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the logical incremental method of strategic development should not be piecemeal in its approach. 
 This can be difficult as it requires rigorous management of the process, gaining political support 
and encouraging acceptance through continuous employee involvement.   
 
Most strategic planning programs identify the first step as identification of mission/values by 
stakeholders or the identification and definition of any problems to be addressed (Bates & 
Eldridge 1980; Hax & Nicolas 1984; Brandrouski 1985; Barnett & Wilsted 1988).   However,  
Bryson (1988:10) believes the first step of a planning process should include an initial agreement 
phase or a “plan for planning”.  This step should involve the determination of key decision 
makers, the identification of persons or groups to be involved, the clarification of the purpose for 
the planning effort, the preferred steps, deadlines and resources.   Bryson recommends that this 
vital step in the planning process occur prior to identification of the mission statement or 
definition of any problems, for the purpose of increasing group cohesion and encouraging 
successful outcomes.  Moreover, Kellogg (1987) advises that a successful consulting relationship 
depends on this “plan for planning” by creating a match between the personalities and needs of 
the client and consultant and the goals for the project.  
 
Ultimately, any planning process should involve a methodology that encourages the strengths of 
both the prescriptive and descriptive approaches, with both deliberate and emergent strategies.  
Mintzberg Quinn and Voyer (1995) believe that successful managers pull together both strategy 
formulation and implementation to “build the seeds of understanding, identity and commitment 
into the very processes that create their strategies. The process should also include a mega “plan 
to plan” to assist in the development of the most appropriate methodology for the organisation 
and encourage long term involvement and commitment.  
  
 THE PROCESS 
 
In this instance, the process determined included a step by step methodology recommended by 
the prescriptive theorists.  A variety of strategies to encourage continuous development and group 
participation were used and an initial agreement encouraged group understandings.  The initial 
agreement process, which consisted of written communication, telephone communication and an 
interview, clarified the purpose of the planning effort.  It identified preferred steps, deadlines, and 
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available resources and ensured a clear definition of expectations, roles and tasks.   While 
addressing the needs of the strategic planning process, the client and consultant established a 
“fit”, identified “mutual interests” and addressed “concerns”.  This resulted in the development of 
a relationship that held the parties together in a united form for the duration of the project.  This 
step was instrumental in the formation of an inclusive design and in overcoming the CEO’s 
preferred design of a top down approach where the consultant and the board were to design the 
plan alone. 
 
Stakeholders identified to be included: 
1. The Medical Advisors and the Board; 
2. The Education Advisors and Instructors; 
3. The Support Staff; 
4. The Volunteers; 
5. The Members; 
6. Retired Founder. 
 
While the original  purpose of the planning effort was determined as developing a strategic plan 
to satisfy government requirements and to identify the strategic focus for the organisation, other 
benefits were identified throughout the process.  These will be presented later.  The preferred 
steps agreed to in the program included those steps identified in the prescriptive models, as they 
ensured a process that was timely, appropriate and identifiable.   To encourage widespread 
acceptance by individuals and future evaluation, the process was designed to be inclusive in 
nature.  Encouraging participation by all stakeholder groups involved a methodology for sharing 
information on visions, group norms, environmental concerns, and internal requirements, as well 
as setting up an expectation of continuous development.  The final process was determined as:   
* Meetings and/or interviews of all groups with the consultant as facilitator. 
* Draft plan to be distributed to all groups for review. 
* Meetings of representatives from each group with consultant, in order to determine the 
best fit of strategy and direction. 
* Final plan to be submitted with copies available for all parties for review.  A computer 
generated copy left with the organisation would enable further development of the plan 
on a regular basis and encourage incremental development. 
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This process was designed to overcome the weaknesses of the step by step prescriptive planning 
program and to encourage the benefits of joint participation and continual adaptation.  Due to 
time constraints it was impossible to prepare successive meetings with each group.  Some 
creative planning resulted in an unprecedented process design for gathering information on the 
present state of the organisation, assumptions, potential goals and possible courses of action .   
 
A special board meeting was called but due to poor attendance the medical advisors (3) were 
interviewed separately.   The education advisors and the support staff worked in close proximity 
and were available for a joint meeting in the Foundation’s offices.  The volunteers were available 
as a large group on a regular basis once each quarter when they were involved in the folding and 
addressing of The Foundation’s newsletter.  One such occasion was due to fall during the month 
of the planning activity.   By assisting in the “production line process” involved in getting the 
newsletter out, the consultant was able to informally gather the understandings, the premises and 
requirements of this group.  Finally, other members of the organisation were contacted by 
telephone on a state wide basis by ringing the co-ordinator of branches and support groups to 
obtain feedback and information.  The retired founder of the organisation was telephoned in order 
determine historical beginnings.   From this information, a plan was drafted and sent to each 
group for review and discussion..   A final meeting was then arranged where representatives from 
each group attended a luncheon organised by the President of the Board.  At this meeting 
feedback on the draft plan was discussed and interpreted and new understandings identified.  A 
final plan was developed.  Several copies of this plan were delivered, one for each group and a 
copy was made available on computer disc to encourage continual development of the plan.   
  
 THE GROUP MEETINGS 
 
1. The Medical Advisors and the Board 
 
With the consultant acting as facilitator in a group meeting, the board members identified the 
strengths of the organisation in the external terms of community awareness and standing, an 
established client base and professional support.   The internal strengths included  the support 
structure of the branches, groups and staff, and financial reserves.   A number of externally 
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caused problems were identified as the increasing competition for financial support and a lack of 
a national link between the States.  Internal problems included a lack of security due to no 
permanent office space or building ownership; limited networking between branches and the 
ageing population of membership.  The strategies most recommended had a long term focus and 
included fund-raising; liaising between branches and States, and developing a corporate image.  
Purchasing a permanent base was of paramount concern.   
 
The doctors were interviewed individually by the consultant.  They believed the strategic 
direction for the organisation must emphasise the importance of research into the cause of the 
disease.  They believed the financial reserve should be targeted towards research rather than the 
purchase of a building.   
 
2. The Education Advisors, Instructors and Administration Support Staff 
 
With the consultant acting as a facilitator in a group meeting, the education advisors, instructors 
and administration staff identified a different perspective for the organisation.  Organisation 
strengths were identified in terms of administration and service, such as the service provided 
through marketable health programs, the growing network of health professionals statewide and 
the database of donors and members.  Problems were identified in terms of the lack of internal 
support and administration.  The lack of support included identification of poor cohesion between 
staff groups, limited development of goals and lack of resources such as work equipment and 
information resources.  Poor administration servicing included limited job specifications, 
training, interpersonal communication and information sharing.   
 
3. Volunteers 
 
With the consultant acting as an interviewer and volunteer on the newsletter production line, the 
volunteers  disclosed their main concerns as a lack of a true “home” that was easily accessible 
and the lack of a united direction.  They believed that volunteer services were under utilised.  It 
was also their belief that the board and the medical staff had little understanding of the real 
problems in the community caused by the disease.  They preferred a direction that included more 
education and community service.  
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4. Regional Members 
 
With the consultant acting as a telephone interviewer, the regional members and specialist 
groups, [eg for child sufferers] classified the organisation’s strengths as the support offered 
through the branch network.  The problems disclosed included access to information and links 
with other groups.  They were concerned at the potential waste of money on the proposed 
purchase of head office premises.   The preferred direction included additional support services.  
 
5. Founder 
 
With the consultant again acting as a telephone interviewer, the retired founder confirmed his  
belief  in the importance of the original direction for the organisation.   Raising money to provide 
for research into the disease and affiliation with others in order to exchange information and 
maintain support, remained his preferred options. 
 
 THE DRAFT PLAN AND FINAL MEETING 
 
A draft plan was determined following a qualitative analysis of the information obtained from the 
various meetings and interviews.  The plan identified three primary goal areas: research, 
education, and support.  A number of potential strategies were identified including long term and 
short term strategies, inter-state and intra-state possibilities and the development of educational 
programs for the community, members and staff.  After the draft plan was distributed to all the 
groups for comment and discussion, a feedback session was organised with representatives of the 
stakeholder groups.  The CEO excluded himself from this meeting in order to ensure variety of 
representation and to encourage individual contribution.  The round table discussion identified a 
variety of conflicts that had emerged during the individual meetings.   The consultant acting as 
facilitator sought direction on the issues identified.   The board of directors favoured long term 
fundraising and support strategies and goals, while the doctors supported research strategies.  The 
educators favoured  education and support strategies whereas the administrators favoured support 
and self development.   The volunteers supported fund raising and support strategies while the 
members favoured education, support and administration strategies.  These options were 
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discussed at length and some resolutions determined which enabled the drafting of a subsequent 
plan.  The new plan identified five goal areas, the three primary goals previously mentioned as 
research, education and support, with the addition of support goals of promotion/fundraising and 
administration.  Long and short term objectives were identified and potential strategies discussed. 
 
 UNDERSTANDINGS GAINED 
 
It became obvious that this joint review meeting was the first of its type for the organisation.  The 
various formal groups had in the past communicated within themselves, rarely communicating 
between groups except through formal channels in essential situations.  Prior to the planning 
process, members appeared to ignore other groups within the organisation.   Conflict was hidden 
and any instances involving a potential for conflict were dealt with through behaviour strategies 
that favoured avoidance.   
 
Rather than overt conflict, clearly there was considerable competition concerning the direction, 
goals and strategies of the organisation and any conflict was hidden.   Vecchio, Hearn & Southey 
(1992) distinguish conflict from competition by determining competition as being directed 
towards obtaining a desired goal without interference from another party, whereas conflict is 
directed against another party.   Competition can be successful but is more likely to lead to 
conflict if all parties do not gain from their competitive efforts.  Given the shortage of resources 
and the diversity of goals within the Foundation, it was unlikely that such competition would ever 
prove fruitful.  Indeed the competitive nature had reduced organisational cohesion through 
fragmentation.  Fragmentation involves individuals or groups pulling away from one another in 
order to achieve a series of  goals (Hambrick 1995).  Conflict avoidance strategies between 
groups were paramount as members communicated their desires and dislikes within their own 
group.  In addition, any conflict evidenced was covert, hidden under the guise of pulling together 
to achieve the greater goal of community service.  While striving for super-ordinate goals can 
reduce conflict, it may lead to frustration and dissonance as groups and individuals struggle with 
goal identification and the need to put aside differences (Griffith & Mukerji 1990).  Thomas in 
Morgan (1986) acknowledges that avoidance strategies result in a win/lose situation for the 
parties involved, leading to increased conflict.   Continuation of such behaviour can lead to a 
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culture of conflict identified by Lewis, French and Steane (1996) which would further inhibit 
goal identification and realisation.  
    
Hambrick (1995) identifies the behaviour of working separately as fragmentation, where groups 
or individuals operate in a relatively independent sphere.  The causes of fragmentation are group 
or organisational size, scope, or strategy and management of the group.  The consequences of 
fragmentation range from poor collaboration, poor information sharing, slow piecemeal decision 
making, separate agendas and parochialism.   The Foundation experienced fragmentation due to 
the extent of the variation in the range of goals identified by each group.  Each group’s 
perception of the community and membership needs, gained through their knowledge and 
experience, contributed to the variety of goals.  The Foundation was unable to utilise the 
experience and knowledge of its members due to its members’ inability to share information and 
overcome a competitive culture or resolve conflicts.    A lack of cohesion had resulted in poor 
collaboration and separate agendas which prevented true goal identification thus limiting goal 
realisation.   
 
In determining what can be done to assist in creating cohesive collaborative and concerted action, 
Hambrick (1995) suggests changing group settings and styles, stirring the pot, creating 
incentives, and changing CEO behaviour.   By implementing an inclusive strategic planning 
process The Foundation had “stirred the pot” and changed group styles.  The process encouraged 
information sharing, critical analysis of opinions and collaboration on issues that drew the groups 
together to format a cohesive approach for the organisation in terms of direction and strategy.   
Ultimately, developing a strategic plan for use in fund raising and determining organisational 
goals, had resulted in a process that also offered a method of overcoming fragmentation through 
the development of group cohesion.  In addition, it offered a method of dealing with the 
competitive culture and issues of conflict.        
 
 PROBLEMS 
 
As previously mentioned, the strategic planning process involved the constraints of time and 
money.  For this reason the consultant was not able to continue longer than one month.  Without 
a determined effort by the organisation to continue to develop its strategic approach by 
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overcoming its fragmentation and addressing issues of conflict, any perceived gains could be 
rapidly lost.   Evaluation processes should have been built into the continuing process of strategic 
planning in order to encourage further development.  Evaluation processes could include regular 
meetings of representatives from each group to share information, set standards of achievement 
and measure achievements.   Mintzberg in Mintzberg,Quinn and Voyer (1995) believes that 
without continuous evaluation and improvement any planning process is worthless.  Suggestions 
for continued development were left with The Foundation along with a disc copy of the plan to 
encourage further development.   This, however, afforded a limited approach to evaluation 
design.  
 
 CONCLUSION 
 
The strategic planning process designed for the Foundation to determine goals and formulate a 
strategic plan had assisted in overcoming organisational fragmentation through the development 
of group cohesion.  Moreover, it had provided a methodology for addressing conflict resolution 
by acknowledging the variety of issues within the organisation in order to accept and/or resolve 
those issues.  The process design included the step by step approach of a formal planning process 
and strategies of inclusiveness and continuous development to encourage long term emergent 
strategies to develop.   While the arguments continue on whether organisations should implement 
prescriptive or descriptive planning processes the value of a process itself goes unchallenged.   
Large or small, organisations including those in the non-profit sector can benefit from a process 
that acknowledges goal diversity and is inclusive in nature. 
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